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The term concentration camp was first used to refer to the camps established by the British during the Boer War in South Africa in the early twentieth century. These camps bore resemblance to those previously created by various colonial powers in reaction to indigenous revolts. Unlike the camps utilised a few years later during the Herero and Nama genocide in German South West Africa, the British camps in South Africa did not engage in systematic extermination.

In the course of the First World War, a portion of the eight to nine million prisoners of war were detained at locations that would later become Nazi camp sites, including Theresienstadt and Mauthausen. Numerous prisoners held by Germany perished due to the deliberate deprivation of food and perilous working conditions, which contravened the 1907 Hague Convention. In nations such as France, Belgium, Italy, Austria-Hungary, and Germany, civilians classified as being of "enemy origin" faced denaturalisation. Hundreds of thousands were interned and subjected to forced labour under severe conditions. During the Armenian genocide carried out by the Ottoman Empire, Ottoman Armenians were confined in camps during their forced relocation to the Syrian Desert. In postwar Germany, "unwanted foreigners" – predominantly Eastern European Jews – were detained at Cottbus-Sielow and Stargard.

On 30 January 1933, Adolf Hitler ascended to the position of chancellor of Germany following a clandestine agreement with the former chancellor, Franz von Papen. Prior to their rise to power, the Nazis had no established plan for concentration camps. However, the system of concentration camps emerged in the subsequent months as a means to suppress tens of thousands of Nazi adversaries within Germany. The Reichstag fire in February 1933 served as a justification for widespread arrests. The Reichstag Fire Decree abolished the right to personal freedom that was guaranteed by the Weimar Constitution and created a legal framework for detention without trial. The inaugural camp, Nohra, was founded on 3 March 1933, within a school.

Determining the exact number of prisoners during 1933–1934 is challenging; historian Jane Caplan estimated the figure to be around 50,000, with arrests potentially surpassing 100,000. Eighty percent of the detainees were affiliated with the Communist Party of Germany, while ten percent were members of the Social Democratic Party of Germany. Approximately 70 camps were established in 1933, utilising any available structure capable of housing prisoners, such as vacant factories, prisons, country estates, schools, workhouses, and castles. There was no unified national system; the camps were managed by local police, SS, and SA, state interior ministries, or a combination of these entities. The early camps of 1933–1934 were diverse and significantly differed from the camps established post-1935 in terms of organisation, conditions, and the demographics of those imprisoned. Many detainees were released in late 1933, and following a Christmas amnesty, only a handful of camps remained.

On 26 June 1933, Himmler designated Theodor Eicke as the second commandant of Dachau, which subsequently served as a model for other camps.

Eicke was responsible for drafting the Disciplinary and Penal Code, a manual that outlined severe punishments ranging from 25 strikes with a cane to execution. He established a system of prisoner functionaries, which eventually evolved into the camp elders, block elders, and kapos in later camps.

In May 1934, the SS assumed control of Lichtenburg from the Prussian bureaucracy, initiating a transition orchestrated by Heinrich Himmler, who was then the chief of the Gestapo (secret police).

After the purge of the SA on 30 June 1934, in which Eicke played a prominent role, the remaining camps operated by the SA were taken over by the SS.

In December 1934, Eicke was appointed as the first inspector of the Concentration Camps Inspectorate (IKL); only those camps overseen by the IKL were classified as "concentration camps."

In the early months of 1934, the prisoner count continued to decline, raising doubts about the future of the system. By the middle of 1935, only five camps remained, accommodating 4,000 prisoners, alongside 13 staff members at the central IKL office. Concurrently, 100,000 individuals were incarcerated in German prisons, with a quarter of them imprisoned for political reasons. Perceiving Nazi Germany as threatened by internal adversaries, Himmler advocated for a campaign against the 'organised elements of sub-humanity,' which included communists, socialists, Jews, Freemasons, and criminals. Himmler secured Hitler's support and was appointed Chief of German Police on June 17, 1936. Of the six SS camps that were operational by mid-1936, only two (Dachau and Lichtenburg) remained in existence by 1938. In place of the camps that were shut down, Eicke established new camps at Sachsenhausen (September 1936) and Buchenwald (July 1937). Unlike the earlier camps, these newly established facilities were specifically designed, removed from the general populace and the rule of law, allowing the SS to exercise total authority. Prisoners, who had previously donned civilian attire, were compelled to wear uniforms adorned with Nazi concentration camp insignia. The prisoner population began to increase once more, rising from 4,761 on 1 November 1936, to 7,750 by the close of 1937.

By the end of June 1938, the number of prisoners had surged threefold over the preceding six months, reaching a total of 24,000 individuals. This increase was driven by the apprehension of those deemed habitual offenders or asocial individuals. SS chief Himmler asserted that the "criminal" inmates in concentration camps required separation from society due to their involvement in sexual or violent crimes. In reality, the majority of these criminal prisoners were working-class men who had turned to minor theft to provide for their families. Nazi operations targeting perceived asocials, which included the detention of 10,000 individuals in June 1938, focused on the homeless, the mentally ill, and the unemployed. While the Nazis had previously aimed at social outsiders, the influx of new detainees resulted in political prisoners becoming a minority.

To accommodate the influx of new prisoners, three additional camps were established: Flossenbürg (May 1938) near the Czechoslovak border, Mauthausen (August 1938) in territory annexed from Austria, and Ravensbrück (May 1939), the first camp specifically designed for female prisoners. The mass arrests were partially driven by economic considerations. The recovery from the Great Depression had reduced the unemployment rate, prompting the arrest of "work-shy" individuals to ensure that others would work more diligently. Concurrently, Himmler was also concentrating on the utilisation of prisoners' labour within the camp system. Hitler's architect, Albert Speer, had ambitious plans for the creation of monumental Nazi architecture. The SS company German Earth and Stone Works (DEST) was established with funding from Speer's agency to exploit prisoner labour for the extraction of building materials. Flossenbürg and Mauthausen were constructed adjacent to quarries, and DEST also established brickworks at Buchenwald and Sachsenhausen.
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Heinrich Himmler inspects Dachau on 8 May 1936.

Political prisoners were apprehended in greater numbers, including Jehovah's Witnesses and German émigrés who had returned to their homeland. Following the annexation of their nations in 1938 and 1939, Czech and Austrian anti-Nazis were also detained. The Jewish population faced increasing persecution, with 2,000 Viennese Jews arrested subsequent to the Nazi annexation. In the aftermath of the Kristallnacht pogrom in November 1938, 26,000 Jewish men were deported to concentration camps as a result of mass arrests, which overwhelmed the system's capacity. These detainees endured unprecedented mistreatment, resulting in hundreds of fatalities – more individuals perished at Dachau in the four months following Kristallnacht than in the preceding five years. Most Jewish prisoners were eventually released, frequently after agreeing to emigrate.

At the end of August 1939, inmates from Flossenbürg, Sachsenhausen, and various other concentration camps were executed as part of deceptive operations orchestrated by Germany to rationalise the invasion of Poland. Throughout the war, the conditions within the camps grew increasingly harsh and deadly; the majority of victims perished during the latter half of the conflict. Five additional camps were established between the onset of the war and the end of 1941: Neuengamme (early 1940), located near Hamburg; Auschwitz (June 1940), which initially functioned as a concentration camp for Polish resistance members; Gross-Rosen (May 1941) situated in Silesia; and Natzweiler (May 1941) in territories annexed from France. The first satellite camps were also created, operating under the administration of one of the primary camps. The prisoner population surged from 21,000 in August 1939 to approximately 70,000 to 80,000 by early 1942. This growth was fuelled by the increasing demand for forced labour and subsequently the invasion of the Soviet Union; new camps were established in proximity to quarries (Natzweiler and Gross-Rosen) or brickworks (Neuengamme).

In April 1941, the SS high command issued an order for the execution of ill and exhausted prisoners who were no longer able to work, particularly those considered racially inferior. Victims were chosen by camp staff or traveling physicians and were taken from the camps to be executed in euthanasia facilities. By April 1942, when the operation concluded, at least 6,000 and possibly as many as 20,000 individuals had been killed, marking the initial instance of systematic extermination within the camp system.

Starting in August 1941, selected Soviet prisoners of war were executed within the concentration camps, typically within a few days of their arrival. By mid-1942, when the operation ended, at least 34,000 Soviet prisoners had been murdered. At Auschwitz, the SS employed Zyklon B to execute Soviet prisoners in makeshift gas chambers.

In 1942, the focus of the camps transitioned towards supporting the war effort; by 1943, approximately two-thirds of the inmates were engaged in war-related industries, especially in armaments manufacturing. The mortality rate surged dramatically, with an estimated 90,000 of the 180,000 prisoners admitted between July and November 1942 perishing by the end of that period. Although the death rate was comparatively lowered after 1942 to maintain labour, the absolute number of deaths continued to rise as the prisoner population increased. During the latter half of the war, Auschwitz expanded significantly – driven by the deportation of hundreds of thousands of Jews – and emerged as the focal point of the camp system. It became the most lethal concentration camp, where Jews sent there were effectively given a death sentence, even if they were not killed immediately, as was the case for most. In August 1943, 74,000 of the 224,000 registered inmates across all SS concentration camps were located in Auschwitz. In 1943 and early 1944, additional concentration camps – including Riga in Latvia, Kovno in Lithuania, Vaivara in Estonia, and Kraków-Plaszów in Poland – were transformed from ghettos or labour camps; these facilities were predominantly filled with Jewish prisoners. In conjunction with the establishment of the new main camps, numerous satellite camps were created to more efficiently utilise prisoner labour for the war effort.

Starting in the mid-1930s, the camps were structured as follows: commandant/adjutant, political department, protective custody camp, administration, camp doctor, and guard command. In November 1940, the IKL came under the authority of the SS Main Command Office, while the Reich Security Main Office (RSHA) assumed responsibility for the detention and release of concentration camp prisoners. By 1942, the IKL was placed under the SS Main Economic and Administrative Office (SS-WVHA) to enhance the camps' integration into the wartime economy. Despite structural changes, the IKL continued to report directly to Himmler.

The camps managed by the IKL were overseen by members of the SS-Totenkopfverbände, literally translated as "SS Death's Head Units." The guards were accommodated in barracks located next to the camp, and their responsibilities included securing the camp's perimeter and overseeing work details. Although they were officially prohibited from entering the camps, this regulation was frequently disregarded. As the 1930s drew to a close, the SS-Totenkopfverbände broadened their activities and established military units that followed the Einsatzgruppen death squads, perpetrating massacres against Polish Jews and Soviet prisoners of war. Older general SS personnel, along with those who were wounded or disabled, replaced individuals assigned to combat roles. As the war continued, a more varied group was enlisted to guard the expanding camp system, which included female guards who were not affiliated with the SS. In the latter half of the war, personnel from the army and air force were recruited, constituting as much as 52 percent of the guards by January 1945. The shortage of manpower was alleviated by utilising guard dogs and assigning certain responsibilities to prisoners. While Himmler viewed systematic, state-sponsored plunder as justified and individual theft as a crime, the latter was prevalent in the concentration camps, especially those linked to the Holocaust.

The majority of the camp SS leadership belonged to the middle class and were born shortly after 1900; this generation experienced significant hardship due to the Great Depression and was apprehensive about a decline in their social status.

By September 1931, most had aligned themselves with the Nazi movement and were provided with full-time positions in 1933.

Typically, SS leaders resided with their spouses and children in proximity to the camps where they were employed, frequently utilising prisoners for domestic tasks. Their participation in Nazi violence stemmed from strong social connections, a shared belief that the objectives of the regime were just, and the prospect of financial benefit.

Prior to World War II, the majority of individuals imprisoned in concentration camps were Germans. Following the expansion of Nazi Germany, individuals from nations occupied by the Wehrmacht became targets for detention in these camps. In Western Europe, the focus of arrests was primarily on resistance fighters and saboteurs, whereas in Eastern Europe, the arrests involved mass roundups aimed at forcibly recruiting workers. By the first half of the war, Eastern Europeans made up a significant portion of the population in certain camps. By the conclusion of the war, only 5 to 10 percent of the camp population consisted of 'Reich Germans' from Germany or Austria. Over 100,000 Soviet prisoners of war, along with smaller groups from various nationalities, were transferred to concentration camps in contravention of the Geneva Convention.

The majority of Jews who faced persecution and death during the Holocaust were never confined in concentration camps. A considerable number of Jews were imprisoned following the pogrom in November 1938, leading to their overrepresentation among prisoners. During the peak of the Holocaust from 1941 to 1943, the Jewish population within concentration camps was relatively low. Most Jews who were executed by poison gas were killed in specialised camps outside the concentration camp system, while the existing camps such as Auschwitz and Majdanek were repurposed as extermination camps. After mid-1943, certain forced-labour camps for Jews and some Nazi ghettos were transformed into concentration camps. Additionally, other Jews entered the concentration camp system after being deported to Auschwitz. As many as 200,000 Jews managed to survive the war within the camp system.
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Bełżec extermination camp SS staff, 1942. from right to left: Heinrich Barbl, Artur Dachsel, Lorenz Hackenholt, Ernst Zierke, Karl Gringers, (unknown), Reinhold Feiks, Karl Alfred Schluch, and Friedrich Tauscher (front left).

Before the war, food supplies were generally adequate, and while prisoners were apprehensive about the brutality of the SS, fatalities were not frequent. However, conditions deteriorated following the onset of war due to a decrease in food availability, worsening living conditions, and an increase in labour demands. Deaths resulting from disease and malnutrition rose significantly, surpassing other causes of death. Nevertheless, the food provided was typically enough to sustain life. Life within the camps has frequently been portrayed as a Darwinian struggle for survival, although some instances of mutual aid were present. Individual attempts to survive, at times at the expense of others, could hinder the overall survival rate.

The arrival of non-German prisoners starting in 1939 resulted in treatment that varied significantly based on nationality rather than the reasons for imprisonment, which had previously been the primary consideration. Jews, Slavic prisoners, and Spanish Republicans (who had fled to France and were arrested following France's defeat) were subjected to particularly severe treatment, leading to a high mortality rate during the war's initial years. In contrast, Reich Germans received preferential treatment compared to other nationalities. A small number of prisoners experienced considerably better conditions than the majority due to their roles as prisoner functionaries (predominantly Germans) or skilled laborers. These prisoner functionaries operated at the discretion of the SS and could be removed for not being sufficiently strict. Consequently, sociologist Wolfgang Sofsky highlights that "They assumed the role of the SS to avert SS encroachment," and other prisoners recalled them for their cruelty.

Hard labour constituted a crucial element of the concentration camp system and was a significant part of the daily existence of the inmates. Nevertheless, the allocation of forced labour was predominantly influenced by external political and economic conditions that created a demand for labour. In the initial years of the camps, there was a high level of unemployment, and prisoners were compelled to undertake economically unproductive yet arduous tasks, such as farming on moorland. Other inmates were tasked with the construction and expansion of the camps. In the period leading up to World War II, quarrying and bricklaying for the SS company DEST became central to the labour of prisoners. Despite the growing economic significance of the prisoners, conditions deteriorated; they were regarded as expendable, resulting in an increasing death rate with each new influx of inmates.

The involvement of the private sector in the overall concentration camp system was minimal during the first half of the war. Following the unsuccessful attempt to capture Moscow in late 1941, the demand for armaments surged. The WVHA sought collaborations with private industry and Speer's Armaments Ministry. In September 1942, Himmler and Speer reached an agreement to utilise prisoners for armaments production and to repair damage caused by Allied bombings. Local authorities and private enterprises were permitted to hire prisoners at a fixed daily rate. For private companies, this daily rate fluctuated between 3 and 6 Reichsmark, which was approximately half of what an equivalent worker would earn in a standard workday—although concentration camp prisoners were frequently forced to work excessively long hours. This decision facilitated the creation of numerous subcamps situated near workplaces. Additional workers were acquired through transfers from prisons and forced labour programs, leading to the prisoner population doubling twice by mid-1944. Subcamps where prisoners engaged in construction work experienced significantly higher death rates compared to those involved in munitions production. By the conclusion of the war, main camps increasingly operated as transfer stations from which prisoners were redirected to subcamps.

At their highest point in 1945, prisoners in concentration camps constituted 3 percent of the workforce in Germany. Historian Marc Buggeln estimates that a maximum of 1 percent of the labour for Germany's armaments production was provided by concentration camp prisoners.

The arrests of Germans in 1933 frequently involved public humiliation or physical abuse. Upon release, prisoners often returned home bearing visible signs of mistreatment or psychological distress. Historian Karola Fings describes this as a "dual strategy of publicity and secrecy," whereby the regime instilled terror not only in the immediate victims but also throughout society to eradicate opposition and discourage resistance. Starting in March 1933, the press began publishing detailed accounts of conditions within the camps. Nazi propaganda portrayed the prisoners as race traitors, sexual deviants, and criminals, while depicting the camps as centres for re-education. Following 1933, press reports became infrequent, yet the number of arrests increased, and individuals who had dealings with the camps, such as those registering deaths, were able to draw conclusions about the conditions within and discuss them with others.

The visibility of the camps intensified during the war due to a rise in prisoner numbers, the establishment of numerous subcamps near German civilians, and the deployment of labour outside the camps. These subcamps, often located in town centres such as schools, restaurants, barracks, factory buildings, or military installations, represented collaborative efforts between industry and the SS. A growing number of German civilians became involved with the camps: entrepreneurs and landowners offered land or services, doctors determined which prisoners were fit enough to work, foremen managed labour deployments, and administrators assisted with logistics. Municipalities sought SS construction brigades to clear bomb debris and facilitate reconstruction. For the prisoners, the likelihood of survival seldom improved despite their interactions with the outside world, although the few Germans who attempted to assist did not face repercussions. Germans were often taken aback by the stark reality of the concentration camps when seen first-hand, yet many hesitated to help the prisoners out of fear of facing imprisonment themselves.

Others perceived the deplorable condition of the prisoners as validation of Nazi propaganda regarding them.

Historian Robert Gellately contends that "the Germans generally felt a sense of pride and satisfaction that Hitler and his associates were detaining certain types of individuals who did not conform, or who were viewed as 'outsiders', 'asocials', 'useless eaters', or 'criminals'". Fings notes that the fear of arrest did not diminish public backing for the camps, as Germans viewed the prisoners, rather than the guards, as the true criminals. She asserts that the demand for SS construction brigades "indicates a widespread acceptance of the concentration camps". In Cologne, several prisoners from construction brigades were executed in broad daylight. The killings at concentration camps were utilised in Allied war propaganda.

There were a total of 27 primary camps, and according to historian Nikolaus Wachsmann's assessment, there were over 1,100 satellite camps. This figure is cumulative, encompassing all subcamps that existed at any given time; historian Karin Orth estimates that the number of subcamps reached 186 by the end of 1943, increased to 341 or more by June 1944, and amounted to at least 662 by January 1945.

The camps were primarily located in prewar Germany, with a smaller number in territories annexed by Germany. No camps were established in the territories of Germany's allies that had any semblance of independence. Each camp accommodated either men, women, or a mixed population. Women's camps were predominantly focused on armaments production and were mainly situated in northern Germany, Thuringia, or the Sudetenland, whereas men's camps were distributed over a broader geographical area. As the war progressed, the segregation by sex diminished, leading to a predominance of mixed camps outside of Germany's prewar borders.

Approximately 1.65 million individuals were documented as prisoners in the camps, with Wagner reporting that nearly one million perished during their confinement. The estimated number of survivors ranges from 450,000 to 475,000, alongside an estimated 100,000 individuals who were released alive. Historian Adam Tooze estimates that at least 1.1 million of the registered prisoners must have died. His calculations suggest that at least 800,000 of the deceased prisoners were not of Jewish descent. In addition to the registered prisoners who lost their lives, one million Jews were gassed upon their arrival at Auschwitz; when including these victims, the overall death toll is estimated to be between 1.8 and over two million. The majority of the deaths occurred during the latter half of World War II, encompassing at least a third of the 700,000 prisoners who were registered as of January 1945.
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Female prisoners at Ravensbruck performing labour in 1939

Significant evacuations from the camps took place in mid-1944, affecting the Baltics and eastern Poland, in January 1945 from western Poland and Silesia, and in March 1945 from concentration camps located in Germany. A considerable number of both Jewish and non-Jewish prisoners perished as a result
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